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Sarah Byrnes’s practice can be most clearly understood as extending the 
tradition of visual artists who have explored the aleatory, visceral and the 
unmusical potential of sound as a material for making artwork.  This trajectory, 
which begins a century ago with the noise machines of Luigi Russollo and 
polyglottal recordings of Tristan Tzara and Raoul Hausmann, becomes further 
enriched as it folds across Anton Artaud’s theatre/radio plays, the sound poetry 
of Henri Chopin, the cut-up techniques of Brian Gysin and William Burroughs, 
and the early scratch videos of George Barber and the Duvet Brothers.  This 
legacy has also settled across the vast territory of musical forms from the 80’s 
onwards that employ sampling and remixing for producing music and 
soundworks. But most importantly it also found it’s place in the opposite of music 
– in noise – and this is the material that Byrne uses to assail us both sonically 
and visually. 
 
Noise has it’s own place in the history of contemporary music, but it remains 
largely in a self-referential loop with that particular form. On the other hand the 
history of visual art from Russollo onwards is one of significant appropriation and 
recontextualisation of other creative forms. And this is where noise as a concept 
becomes an important mode of thinking through what might come from bumping 
around the edges, and ultimately between the spaces of, disparate forms. It is 
this particular impulse to push beyond the boundaries of traditional disciplines, 
and explore the potential of other materials, that characterises the most 
compelling and demanding visual art practices.  
 
Byrne’s noise works are also the result of this experimental impulse. Her practice 
embodies video, performance, and soundwork, and this allows her to think about 
the content of her art practice through its sonic engagements with the body; 
through thinking of body as ear, as the cavity between bodies, and as the 
chiasmic intertwining of psychological and physical bodies. She then composes 
provisional arrangements of image and form, and these visual and spatial 
constructions work to establish the installation space. It is this aleatory process 
that acts as a site for her to compose the noise works; and this eventually 
becomes Trench Mouth.  
 
What Trench Mouth does become is a kind of formless opening, a transitional 
space that ingests and expels excesses. It is both Barthes’ grain of the voice, the 
result of the internal percussions of the body, and Artaud’s ‘bringing to be’ as 
familiar timbre and violent expulsion. It becomes a kind of unspace that 
confounds gender, timbre, and individuality through it’s surplus, it evokes a site of 
continuous becoming that is ultimately uncontrollable. In the violent collapsing of 
the unmusicalised across the staccato of pattern, image and sound we are in turn 
summoned towards an experience of synaesthesia, a skewing of the haptic, 
aural and conceptual engagements of the phenomenological. Sight and sound 
become temporarily dismantled and relocated; they become fragmented and re-
aligned through the prism of sonic and visceral displacements that the work 
imposes on the viewer.  
 
And this is not the only tactic that Byrne uses to set upon her audience. Her 
choice of visual imagery is often replete with monstrosities taken from the history 
of z-grade horror movies, devil women, hysterical women, and stupid he-men. 
These figures generally end up locked in convulsive loops of absurd action, 
condemned to incessant spasms of strobe like motion and sound that are often 
initially funny, but with sustained viewing tend to grind the senses down into a 
nauseating slop.  
 
Trench Mouth takes these absurd figures to a new level by having Gumby and 
Minga become the ciphers for the visual and sonic mayhem unleashed on the 
viewer. These claymation figures are in the habit of exploring bizarre new places 
and meeting strange new friends, with the early episodes in particular being 
wonderfully trippy.  But the stuttering cacophony of colour and noise that these 
figures are subjected to in Byrne’s work also mirrors our own viewing experience. 
It vicariously registers a Machinic body, a body of conduits and connections that 
is porous to the world, a technological body that melds materially with the 
movement, force and intensity of the images and sounds it is confronted with.2. 
 
Sarah Byrne’s noise works are uncompromising and not easily framed, even by 
the extreme edges of sound art or noise bands. This is a practice that infects and 
mutates both forms, and losses none of the furriness of either. It is the kind of 
experience that demands the aural and visual attention rare in most explorations 
of sound and image in art. As Gumby often says, "Boy! This certainly is a 
peculiar place." 
 
Mark Webb 
October 2009 
 
1. 1. p124.  Hegarty, P. Noise/Music; A History. Continuum Publishing. New York. 
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